
Classical news-bites 
 
Alma-Tadema 

 

A major exhibition of the paintings of Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema will be mounted at the 

Walker Gallery in Liverpool in March 1997, having first been staged in Amsterdam. Alma-

Tadema often painted classical subjects, such as the poets Sappho and Alcaeus, Antony and 

Cleopatra, and the Roman baths (see Natascha Zajac's article in this issue). His work also 

features in another important exhibition, Imagining Rome: British Artists and Rome ill the 

Nineteenth Century at the Bristol City Museum and Art Gallery, alongside artists like Turner, 

Sir Charles Eastlake, Samuel Palmer, and Lord Leighton. The paintings give us a fascinating 

insight into nineteenth-century attitudes towards Rome, its Empire, religion and morals. The 

exhibition will have closed by the time you read this, but a catalogue with the same title, 

with essays by scholars at the University of Bristol and Courtauld Institute of Art and lots of 

glossy pies, is available in hardback from bookshops (published by Merrell Holberton), and 

in paperback from the History of Art Department, University of Bristol. 

 

Alma-Tadema’s paintings are characterised by their sumptuous portrayals of decadence. 

This advert for Rover cars uses his painting The Roses of Heliogabalus to evoke comfort and 

luxury. In fact, the ad makers have got their history wrong (they should have done Classical 

Studies – Ed.). The people in the painting are not lying in a bed of roses, but suffocating 

under them. The emperor Heliogabalus (sometimes known as Elagabalus) was fond of 

practical jokes and at one of his banquets he released tons of rose petals from a canopy on 

to his guests and enjoyed watching them suffocate to death. Sick! And a good advert for 

travelling by train ... 

 

Mighty Aphrodite 

 

If you're bored by essay questions like 'What is the function of the chorus')'. then cheer 

yourself up by going to see Woody Allen's Mighty Aphrodite, on limited release at cinemas 

around the country. The film follows the fortunes of a modern Oedipus, Lenny Weinrib, in 'a 

tale as Greek and timeless as fate itself'. Like Oedipus, the more Lenny knows about himself 

and his family, the worse life gets. He also has to contend with the unhelpful interjections of 

the leader of the Chorus and prophecies of doom from a highly-strung Cassandra. A brilliant 

skit on Greek tragedy. 

 

 

 

 



Oedipus at the National 

 

Sophocles' Oedipus the King and Oedipus at Colonus will be staged in the Olivier theatre at 

the National, opening on 17th September. The production played in Epidaurus during 

August, stars Alan Howard as Oedipus, and is directed by Peter Hall, whose magnificent 

1981 production of Aeschylus' Oresteia was universally acclaimed. 

 

The Hellenistic Gallery 

 

The British Museum recently opened a new gallery: The Hellenistic World: Art and Culture. 

Among the exhibits are striking marble portraits of Alexander the Great and of the Athenian 

orators Demosthenes and Aeschines. Lucilla Burn, the curator in the Department of Greek 

and Roman Antiquities writes: 'One major theme in the exhibition concerns the role of 

philosophy in Hellenistic culture: marble portraits of some key figures in the Hellenistic 

philosophical tradition are shown. An attempt is also made to illustrate the seemingly 

contradictory obsessions with personification and realism, in a display that includes 

representations of Hypnos (Sleep) and Eros (Love), alongside realistic images of children, 

and elderly and deformed men and women. If I were to select just one object to sum up the 

taste for luxury and the inventive and artistic genius of the age, it would have to be one of 

the gold glass bowls from Canosa, in which an intricate cut-out glass pattern of gold leaves 

and flowers is sandwiched between two layers of colour less translucent glass, forming a 

matchless ornament for the Hellenistic home or tomb.' 

 

 


